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 RADICAL CHANGE WITHIN HIGHLY TECHNICAL ENGINEERING ORGANISATIONS: 
THE ROLE OF SOCIAL IDENTIFICATION  
Lynda T Nguyen 
Cooperative Research Centre for Engineering Asset Management (CIEAM), School of Management, Queensland University of 
Technology, PO Box 2434, Brisbane 4001, Australia  
This paper reports on the initial findings of a longitudinal study exploring the influence of technological and 
structural change on technical and engineering personnel. Research has found that change of this nature can 
threaten the belief system, assumptions, and identity of the employee [1]. Despite that, a lack of understanding 
remains as to how this may impact on the individual [2]. Adopting the psychological construct of social 
identification [3], this study explores employees’ 1) the development of social identity based on the model 
proposed by Amiot, de la Sablonniere, Terry, & Smith [4] and 2) the ability to identify with the social and 
organisational group during and post transformation. Using a qualitative approach, a series of focus group and 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with technical and engineering personnel employed within a nuclear 
research and production facility.  This facility had recently constructed a new plant and the challenges faced by 
the workforce in adapting to a new facility, technology and structural arrangements provided an excellent 
opportunity to measure both perceptions of the change and identification.  Results from Time 1 measurement 
shows that technological and structural change disrupted employee’s sense of social identity.  In addition, 
employees also showed that such change also had the capacity to decrease their level of identification with the 
organisation and workgroups. Further, this study demonstrates that although the adoption of new technology and 
organisational restructuring is the norm within highly technical and engineering workplaces, organisations must 
consider the humanistic aspects, pre, during and post change, to ensure that employees continue to feel engaged 
with their work group and organisation.       
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1  INTRODUCTION 
Change has become fundamental in modern organisational life with highly technical engineering companies being most 
affected [5] [6].  In order to adapt to the progress of the organisation, personnel must quickly acclimatise to the changing 
environment.  One of the most documented outcomes of organisational change experienced by personnel is the sense of 
confusion and uncertainty regarding their work role and stability [7] [8] [9].  Change can often include dramatic organisational 
restructuring and the breaking down of current workgroups, reformation of new groups and integration of new personnel. Such 
transition can provoke questions based on their perceptions of belonging in their workgroup and organisational questions (e.g. 
“Where do I stand now within this organisation/work group” and “Am I still a member of this organisation/workgroup”).  
These questions can be amplified especially when an employee’s perception of established values and identity are threatened. 
Albert, Ashforth, and Dutton [10] provide insight into this metamorphosis claiming that as new boundaries emerge and 
develop there is a sense of detachment from the old as it rapidly becomes a “stranger”.  When change is newly initiated, the 
established or “old” employees are likely to cling onto their strong sense of identification with the original structure rather than 
accepting and accommodating to the new. Change introduces vast amounts of uncertainty into the ecosystem, and coerces 
employees to evaluate “how things were” and to accept “how things are” [11].  St. Amour [12] found that change is likely to 
create confusion, absenteeism, produce low morale and job satisfaction, as well as increase turnover [13].  Similarly, Cooper, 
Dewe and O’Driscoll [14] found that employees were likely to experience episodes of bereavement due to feelings of loss 
when they perceive their organisation, as they know it, has passed on.  Not only can change influence employee’s cognition but 
their working behaviour is also affected [15].  
 
Despite the severe percussions of change, there are claims that not enough attention has been given to the human factors in 
change situations [16] [17]. In order to understand these elements, it must be acknowledged that change has the power to 
disrupt and to place pressure on employees to abandon established patterns of behaviour, norms, and organisational life. It also 
dissolves the ‘what is’ and enforces the ‘what will’.  Put simply, it has the capacity to fracture the social fabric that gives 
meaning to the self.  In these events, not only do employees now struggle with the changing environment, but also their 
understanding of who they are within their organisation. Currently, little is known about how identity develops and changes 
during the process of organisational restructuring. Thus, the guiding research question is: How does social identity develop and 
change in engineering and technical personnel during organisational restructuring?      
Organisational restructuring is a general term that encompasses different organisational events such as mergers and 
acquisitions, downsizing and other forms of workforce reorganisation with or without layoffs.  Perhaps the least studied form 
of organisational restructuring is workplace reorganisations due to the vagueness of what “workforce reorganisation” actually 
involves.  Muchinksy [18] describe that workplace reorganisation can refer to any major change in an organisation's structure 
designed to increase adaptation to the changing environment.  It can involve the flattening of organisational structures, 
development of new work groups which means new work processes and practices, and also the possibility of job elimination.  
Research into workplace reorganisation has found that the outcomes are similar to those experienced during downsizing and 
mergers and acquisitions [19].  Studies have linked organisational restructuring to a decline in job satisfaction [19] [20], 
general satisfaction and uncertainty and job insecurity [21]. 
1.1 Social Identity 
Consequently, organisational change can stir the emotional and psychological attachments between the individual and the 
organisation.  As such, Haslam [22] urged for the need to adopt group-based approaches to understand this processes.  He 
claimed that employees are not mere passengers in the process of change; rather they are proponents, opponents and active 
participants who have the power to either support or resist the change.  Theories of Social Identity and Self-Categorisation 
have recently been used to explain the impact of change on the social self. 
Social Identity Theory [23] and Self-Categorisation Theory (SCT) [3] have provided insight into the attitudinal, 
behavioural, and perceptual consequences of group identification and membership after change.  Both frameworks suggest that 
the more individuals perceive themselves as a member of a collective, the more likely they will identify with the group and be 
influenced by the attitudes and behaviours of the group.  Through identification, individuals develop a sense of belonging to a 
particular group and are able to view themselves as “an actual or symbolic member of the group” [24: 104].   
To understand these impacts of social identification, researchers have often explored scenarios such as organisational 
mergers and acquisitions (M&A).  One of the major findings within this field was that resistance to change was triggered by 
pressures to abandon old identities and to adopt new ones.  In their study, Van Leeuwen, Knippenberg, & Ellemers [25] found 
that individuals who originally identified highly with the pre-merged or pre-acquired organisation were more likely to resist 
change or find alternative ways to retain their old and established identities.  Other empirical works have also shown that 
individuals with high identification were more likely to contribute to the team and internalise the interest of the collective [26].  
Moreover, they were more likely to display higher levels of commitment [27], active initiation [28] and citizenship behaviours 
[29].  Conversely, low levels or the lack of identification has been associated with turnover intentions and actual turnover [30] 
and absenteeism [31]. 
1.2 The Development And Integration Of Social Identity 
Although it is important to understand the outcomes of social identification in restructuring situations, focus should extend 
on how an individuals’ perception of identification develops during transition to become core components of their social 
understanding.  As mentioned earlier, restructuring can disrupt the existing configuration of workgroups and the relationship 
between the individual and their work units as well as the organisation.  Individuals now have to construct new identities with 
and within the organisations to become a new group [4].  Specifically, this transition has the capacity to ‘configure’ 
individual’s social identity from beginning to the end of change.  
Although much work has been conducted in this area, the actual process of social identification in which intra-individual 
changes occur has not received much attention [4].  Amiot and her colleagues [4] claimed that most only explored social 
identification in the short-term without considering how it changes over time.  In a model recently proposed by Amiot and her 
colleagues [4] she explains that identification is often disrupted by the changing work environment. In this situation, 
individuals often rely on both personal and social facilitators to assist them through the transition.  However, certain 
antecedents can act as inhibitors or facilitators to affect the development of the social identity.  These existing antecedents of 
identity alter the course of development and formation of identification. The authors proposed that identification development 
is based on four stages: Anticipatory Categorisation, Categorisation, Compartmentalisation, and Integration.  These four stages 
 
have been suggested to promote and lead to particular behavioural, cognitive, or affective reactions towards their social group 
and organisation.   
Amiot et al [4] model provides a great opportunity to investigate and understand the process of identification.  This 
research will consider the majority of the model; however, antecedents of identity will be excluded.  The omission of 
antecedents is deliberate as numerous works have already been conducted in this area.  For instance, distinctiveness [32] 
perception of prestige [33], group salience [34], similarity, proximity, perception of shared goals and common history [3] have 
all been suggested as possible antecedents of social identification.  Rather than adding to the already extensive antecedent 
literature, it is more valuable to concentrate on areas that have received little or no attention.  In line with Amiot and 
colleagues’ [4] model, this research will investigate the context of change, stages of identification and consequences.  
Specifically, this research will explore how change in the work context influences individuals’ process of identification and 
ultimately how it affects commitment within an organisation that is currently undergoing such changes.   
1.3 Contributions 
A search on library databases (Engineering Village, The Web of Science and ProQuest) showed very little information 
regarding the impact of organisational change on the perceptions of self and work groups within engineering and technical 
personnel.  This is interesting as the need for change is most notable within technological dependent engineering contexts [35] 
[36].  Empirical research has primarily been directed at designing change [37]; training and development required after change 
and managing the technical implications of change [38] [39].  Although there have been claims linking unfavourable outcomes 
to the impact of such change, there are still missing gaps that connects organisational change to cognitive and behavioural 
manifestations. Thus, this research aims to explore how change can disrupt employee’s perceptions of social identity and can 
lead to detachment from both group and organisation.   
This study offers several significant theoretical contributions to the existing organisational change and intergroup literature. 
First, as mentioned, there is still neglect amongst this population to explore and understand inter-group relations, identification 
process and related outcomes due to organisational change [11].  There is a need to understand the process of change and how 
it develops.  Through this understanding not only can social identification can be cognitively mapped, but it will offer valuable 
practical directions for organisations, managers and researchers alike that are embarking on change. 
Secondly, since its inception, the psychological constructs of Social Identity and Self-Categorisation have successfully 
been used to understand the intergroup and interpersonal dynamics and issues. However, in the last three decades research has 
purely been conducted with a positivist stance.  Although this has provided the wider research community understanding on 
outcomes, it does little to elucidate social identification as a personal cognitive journey that can be marred by external events.  
In addition, the sole consideration of measurements and surveys, which although are beneficial in many instances, does not 
allow the capture of rich information that provides deeper, understanding to emotional and behavioural reactions.  For this 
reason, this research will be slightly stepping away from earlier SIT and SCT work to consider how identification is developed 
and constructed in the experience of a changing context using a qualitative approach.   
Lastly, it appears that the only area that has sufficiently covered organisational restructuring, integration, and organisational 
identification lies within the merger and acquisition literature.  Change including radical transformation of group and teams are 
the most frequently type of change occurring within organisations today. Not only do employees have to deal with changes 
related to work, but also have to handle the changes in group dynamic which can also lead to issues of identification and 
commitment. As this form of change does not usually introduce as many novelties in comparison to others, its effects are often 
neglected which can result in change failure.  This is a current and pressing problem and will be given focus in this research.   
2  METHODOLOGY  
Since its inception, studies investigating social identity and self-categorisation have traditionally been explored through 
realist lens. Methods have steered towards taking a quantitative approach using precise and objective measurements as opposed 
to the interpretation of experiences and social realities as prescribed by qualitative paradigms.  Howe and Eisenhardt [40] and 
Guba and Lincoln [41] argued that all scientific observation, analysis and theorising involve acts of interpretation, and all 
investigation is theory laden.  The authors argue that the mere consideration of facts and figures and the ostracism of reflection 
and interpretation is naïve and is an injustice to social science. 
Social research, as ones situated in an organisational setting comprises of many unforeseen, uncontrolled, and unidentified 
variables, thus methods used to study closed systems cannot be successfully implemented in natural environments compared to 
control ones.  Although the removal of contextual evidence achieves the goal of objectivity and testability, there is a great loss 
of deeper meaningful understanding of what is essentially taking place. 
 
2.1 Case Study Methodology  
A case study generally involves the application of multiple methods and tools for data collection and is centred in a natural 
setting that considers the temporal and contextual aspects of the phenomenon without controls or manipulations [42] [43].  
Since this study is focused on “how” and “why” organisational change influences the development of organisational identity 
[43] a case study was selected as the main methodology.  Case studies provide both insights into the historical past or current 
phenomenon that are drawn from multiple sources.  In the research on identification development, process and behavioural 
outcomes, the observations from different vantage points would reveal the phenomenon in its entirety.   
Epistemologically, this case study will resemble the grounded theory approach [43] but deviates slightly in its interpretation. 
It is not claimed that any empirical findings can be generalised to a larger population, but it can serve to highlight insights in 
relation to existing theory about the way in which social identity and identification develops and manifests during the process 
of organisational change.   
2.2 Longitudinal Study 
The developmental processes that occur in the self-system is best explored using a longitudinal time series design.  Early 
and Brittain [44] claimed that “processes that are central to an organisational action generally unfold over a relatively long 
period of time” (p. 360). Further, longitudinal designs allow the monitoring of individual identification processes as they 
experience the organisational change and capture the full identity changes occurring over time.  Despite the importance of 
understanding this process, longitudinal research tapping changes in identification over time is relatively rare with very few 
studies to have truly employed this design to explore social identification [45]. The majority of published papers have mainly 
used a cross-sectional or two-wave design to explore identification and hence is not rigorous enough to illustrate the actual 
process such as development, re-evaluation and adoption of identification perceptions.  A longitudinal, real time study can 
increase internal validity by enabling the researcher to track cause and effect of phenomena.   
2.3 The Case 
The case under investigation concerns a nuclear research and production facility, referred to as Tech Facility, undergoing 
vast technological, personnel and work change.  Since the late 1950’s up until today, this organisation has successfully 
supplied both commercial and research products for the Asia Pacific region.  As the company entered into a new era of 
technological change, a faster and more efficient research facility was developed to replace the old one, referred to as Alpha. 
The country’s governing body issued for the construction of a new facility in the mid 1990’s.  Construction of the new facility 
commenced in early 2000 and by 2007, the new facility, referred to as Beta, entered into the start-up phase.  Consequently, the 
old facility has stopped its activity and has begun closing down.  The full closure of this facility will be completed by 2016. 
Employing almost 1000 staff, Tech Facility personnel range from of engineers, to technical operators, researchers and 
maintenance. The degree of the change has had profound implications for both values and working practices within the 
organisation. Due to the maturity of this facility, there have been concerns as to how this would influence employees in their 
changeover process. The change has not only seen a replacement of technology and new work area and process, the 
organisation has also steered away from resuming to normality, and has exerted great efforts to alter its culture and entire 
working environment.  
Of great importance is how this facility has restructured its workforce.  Over the past year, the company has witnessed the 
gradual loss of many established employees with most having an average tenure of 25 years.  Most losses have been due to 
redundancy or retirement.  Remaining staff have or are in the process of re-training to merge over to the new reactor. A 
number have remained to close the old facility.  In addition, this organisation has witnessed a great influx of many new staff 
from varied backgrounds as well as merging “old” and “new” staff together as they form new groups and teams.   
2.4 Sample 
Sampling was conducted following Lincoln and Guba's [41] guidelines for "purposeful sampling".  The sample comprised 
of personnel ranging from technicians, engineers, operators, supervisors, and managers.  Since August 2007, 11 focus groups 
and 12 individual interviews have been conducted.  In total, 41 personnel have participated in focus groups or interviews or 
both.  Unit of analysis will be individual participants.  Although it is acknowledged that social identification is an intergroup 
process, the ability to identify is a personal perception and is not equal amongst every member in a single group. In addition, as 
this research is interested in exploring the cognitive development of social identification of individuals experiencing 
organisation change and outcomes, the analysis should be centred on the individual. 
2.5 Data Collection Process  
Pilot interviews and focus groups began in August 2007.  Based on the findings from these sessions, interview and prompt 
questions were refined.  All focus group sessions following the pilot were strategically targeted certain groups. Data collected 
used three techniques: 1) focus groups, 2) semi structured individual interviews, 3) Social Identity Mapping, and 4) non-
participant observation. Focus groups and interviews were the main source of data on the identity-change process with the 
observation and documentation data serving as important triangulation and supplementary sources for understanding events 
 
and their presentation to various constituencies and discrepancies among informants and as a means of gaining additional 
perspectives on key issues [61]. 
 
 
2.5.1 Focus Groups 
Focus groups offer an effective and efficient way of data collection providing rich data source.  The number and 
composition of the focus groups were strategically developed in a line with the principle of homogeneity [62] [63]. Groups 
ranged in size from two to five participants.  Three groups were identified: 
a) Participants with experience from Alpha. 
b) Participants who have had experience with the construction of Beta facility but not any experience with Alpha facility. 
c) Participants who are new to the organisation who have little experience within Beta facility and none in Alpha.  
At this stage of the research, in-depth focus groups were conducted before and during the restructuring process. An 
interview protocol was used to guide the sessions. The interview protocols was mostly standardised across all three participant 
groups and contain topics ranging from group dynamic and performance, thoughts of impending or current organisation change, 
indicators of social identity change, perceptions of identity formation and engagement with workgroups and the organisation.  
To maintain consistency, the researcher led the discussions and controlled the group dynamic.  She received scribing support 
from her colleagues during the sessions. All participants were encouraged to speak openly and honesty.  In total, 41 personnel 
have participated in focus groups or interviews or both.  Unit of analysis will be individual participants 
2.5.2 Semi-structured Interviews  
Semi-Structured Interviews: Semi-structured interviews followed the same protocol content and format as the focus groups. 
In total, twelve members have participated in interviews.   Interview content was also audibly recorded and later transcribed by 
professional typists.  Similarly, due to technical malfunctioning of the digital recorder, four were unrecorded.  The researcher 
made concerted efforts to take notes during the course and after the interview.  These notes were compared with the scriber for 
accuracy. Individual interviews lasted between 20 and 45 minutes.   
2.5.3 Social Identity Mapping 
In addition to protocol questions, participants in both focus groups and individual interviews completed a simple visual task.  
This task began with the researcher asking “If I were to ask you which group do you identify with, what would you say?”  
Following the participant’s response, the researcher drew a simple diagram of the organisation.  Participants were then asked to 
physically point out where they see themselves placed and provide an explanation for their positioning. The sequence of this 
task is important as verbalisations are typically based on preconceived understandings and emotional attachment to the group.  
However, the display of the diagram after verbalisation allows the participant to structure their answers based their concrete 
knowledge of the organisational structure.   
The first aim was to observe the congruency between participant’s verbalisation and their positioning on the diagram.  They 
are then also asked to highlight any other departments or significant groups that should also be on the diagram.  The aim of this 
to observe participants’ recognition of other existing social groups and the different elements that separates them. This 
technique was used as visual evidence of social identification and was adapted from a survey developed by Bartel [46]. In her 
work, Bartel provided participants with a survey displaying eight choices.  The choices were circles ranging from two separate 
circles, merging circles to finally two completely merged circles that signified identification with an organisation.      
2.5.4 Non-participant Observations 
Last form of data was collected through non-participant observation of organisational actions, members' routines (e.g., 
operating in the control room, active handling), social interactions (e.g., ‘smoko’ time in courtyard, shift-handovers, during 
work) and physical environment (e.g., uniform, work place, personal mementoes) to gather potentially insightful data 
pertaining to personal and interpersonal issues of identity change. These observations occurred during time spent shadowing 
organisational members as they went about their activities. Detailed field notes were taken during the observation and, in the 
 
process, not only captured those items of relevance to the research questions but also acquired useful information about 
cultural and structural aspects of the organisation to aid in understanding the organisational context of the change.  
All focus groups, interviews and visual activity began with an explanation of the purpose of the research, the process of the 
discussion, and issues of confidentiality. Participants were asked to consent in writing to the recording of the discussion and 
given an opportunity to withdraw at any time. Ethical approval for this process was given by the Queensland University of 
Technology’s Ethical Review Committee.  
2.5.5 Validity and trustworthiness of the data 
In this case study, construct validity is achieved through the triangulation multiple sources of evidences (focus groups, 
interviews, visual task).  This study’s longitudinal design enabled prolonged engagement in the field which is another form of 
validity [47].  Creswell and Miller [66] suggest that prolonged engagement allows for a “tight and holistic case” (pg. 128).  To 
ensure internal validity, this case study opted for a longitudinal time series design.  This meant that the same participants were 
interviewed and completed the survey at every interval.  Reliability is maintained through the development of interview 
protocols to ensure standardisation.   
Following Lincoln and Guba [41], several steps were taken to ensure the trustworthiness of the data. First, the data was 
meticulously managed, including contact records, interview transcripts, field notes, and documents, as they were collected, 
using a computer-based qualitative data management program. Also, the researcher asked an experienced qualitative researcher 
familiar with the grounded procedures to supervise the research process. This researcher went through field notes, interview 
protocols, coding schemes, and random samples of interview transcripts and documentation to assess whether the conclusions 
reached were plausible. 
2.6 Data Analyses  
As data was collected, it was also inductively analyzed it, adhering closely to the guidelines specified for methods of 
naturalistic inquiry [41] and constant comparison techniques [42].  These approaches provided the basis for rigorous collection 
and analysis of qualitative data and assist in determining the sampling and content foci of later data collection.  
Data was analysed by identifying initial concepts in the data and grouping them into categories (open coding).  Conceptual 
coding used in-vivo [48] and themes were conducted whenever possible or a simple descriptive phrase when an in-vivo code 
was not available.  Next, similar themes were gathered into several overarching dimensions that made up the basis of the 
emergent framework.  These techniques were not linear but, instead, formed a "recursive, process-oriented, analytic procedure" 
[49] that continued until a clear grasp of the emerging theoretical relationship was achieved. 
Analyses involved the triangulation of data derived from all interviews, focus groups, and observations. Triangulation is 
crucial in crosschecking for internal and external validity whilst increases the richness and reliability of qualitative research 
[50].  Furthermore, it will increase the study’s validity and interpretability with overlapping complementary measures that tap 
into different facets of the research area.  
3  RESULTS 
The results reported here were based on the focus groups session and individuals with Tech Facility’s’ employees. In 
general this research has found that members of Tech Facility are undergoing identity phases outlined by Amiot et al [4].  
However, as only Time 1 measurements have been collected, the entire model and the impact of identification on commitment 
cannot be mapped yet.  Despite this, there is enough evidence to describe employee’s initial stages of cognitive processing and 
identity development as indicated in the Anticipatory Categorisation and Categorisation Stages.   
The timeframe of this research provided a great chance to establish baseline measurements prior to the experience of 
organizational restructuring and captured employee’s cognitive processing prior to organizational restructuring otherwise 
known as the Anticipatory Categorisation Stage.  In addition, interviews and focus groups were also conducted during 
transition as employees entered into Categorisation Stage. Due to the time frame, Tech Facility’s change process and 
longitudinal nature of this study, the result section will summarise the first two stages of social identity in the experience of 
organisational restructuring.   
 3.1 Identity Change At Tech Facility  
One of the general descriptions of employees at Alpha is that most have a trade background or training.  The majority of 
participants began their careers within Tech Facility in their mid 20’s to early 30’s, “...I began in [Alpha] in 78’, so I would 
have been in my late twenties” and “I came over here after completing my mechanical apprenticeship, um, I would have been 
about 28”. In the first decades of Alpha, the level of academic skills was secondary to practical experience.  One senior 
member of management indicated that,  
 
The first group of [Alpha] employees were originally from the navy.  These guys, I would say, came into the organisation 
with life and work experience...These guys established a working culture that was based on practical and mechanical skills as 
well as common sense.  So as this facility grew there was strong preference to recruit those who were already in the trade 
profession to continue building up this knowledge 
It was frequently claimed that Alpha comprised of employees with trade and technical backgrounds, “We all came from 
trade backgrounds and I think that part of it was team work and the guys” and “We were all tradespeople, and a lot of us had 
engineering backgrounds as well, we all fitted in quite well.”  For many years since Tech Facility has been in operation, these 
backgrounds and skills were the considered to be acutely important.  However, as time has progressed with the opening of Beta, 
Tech Facility has changed its recruitment strategy and has opted for academic qualification above experience.  One participant 
claimed,  
Um, there are a few areas I think they can look at. For some reason, I don’t know they are still getting a new culture, I think 
that they should give those people with relevant experience in the field, a bit more of a look at, than they have been doing, 
because they have tended to go for the generic person, whereas the traditional tradespeople and other operational people who 
have got a lot of experience, have been overlooked in a lot of areas. 
The identity of Alpha employees appears to be made up of two main characteristics, firstly the value of technical skills and 
expertise and secondly, loyalty and commitment directed at both teams and facility.  The high regard of skills and experience 
illustrate the influence of a trade and technical background on the establishment of their perception of identity.  That is, by 
having this specialised background, they became a member of the group of professional operators, technicians and engineers 
within Alpha.  This boundary was demonstrated when one participant claimed “...there is a lot of technical jargon that is 
overused here, but the good thing is, everyone understand exactly what everyone is talking about”.   
Loyalty and commitment was also indicated to be core characteristics of Alpha personnel.  One operator who had been 
with Alpha for 29 years indicated that, “we were committed to the machine and we were committed to each other”.  When the 
researcher prompted the participant to “Describe how you were committed to one another”, the participant claimed revealed, 
One of the good things about us was that we never left another stranded.  We helped each other out...for instance, I can 
recall my shift supervisor telling us folks to call him in case of an emergency at any time...and he did get that call one night, 
and he came straight even though he had a scheduled RDO  
Further, there was evidence to suggest that loyalty and commitment was directed at the facility, “We always looked after 
the girl”.  The frequent personification of Alpha facility to being human and female indicated employee’s pride and sense of 
protectiveness from those outside the limits of this workgroup. Other characteristics of the pre-restructured Alpha identity 
included such claims of “We were, first and foremost, a research centre. The heavy emphasis on production and the generation 
of revenues has only been a recent change” and “it was such a prestigious thing to say to others that I work at [Tech 
Facility]…and we at the forefront of ...research”.  The perception that the Alpha facility was a major contributor to Asia 
Pacific medical products and research enabled many Alpha employees with a sense of pride and achievement. Other identity 
based claims emerged in the early interviews and focus groups, including references to Alpha facility as “an important 
milestone for [our country]… being the first facility of its kind”, “The girl (Alpha facility) will be hard to replace” and as being 
“a reliable and safe facility” compared to other international facilities of its time.   
3.2 ANTICIPATORY STAGE  
Alpha members seemed cognisant of their group and membership with claims such as “Most of us guys in [Alpha] have 
been here a long time. Many of us began our careers here in our early twenties and will…probably retire with the job” and 
“We know exactly who we are…We have the years of experience and skills behind us”.  These comments highlight that tenure 
and experience have all contributed to the establishment of identity clarity.   
The Anticipatory Stage describes the first stage and takes place prior change or contact with the new social groups. In this 
stage, individuals experience anticipation and a climate of uncertainty.  The sense of uncertainty triggered by an ambiguous 
environment can prompt pre-changed group to align to develop a higher sense of identity or in-group congruity.  The following 
excerpt from an interviewee demonstrates the feelings of uncertainty due to the change process as well as resulting perceptions 
of unity,    
The last few months in particular have been tense. You see these younger folks go into the new facility, and you hear 
nothing about it yourself although you have been here longer and know much more. Nothing about training possibilities, 
nothing. It makes think you don’t it? But the lads here have all stuck together and...We’ll just have to see what happens.  
As the new facility, Beta, took a few years to construct, Alpha became accustomed to the idea that organisational 
restructuring would occur.  However, as the date drew closer to completion, there were uncertainties as to how the change 
would impact Alpha members.  Analysis began to reveal subtle shifts in thinking about what the organisation was and whether 
they still belonged after Beta opened.  This was reflected in a number of interviews and focus groups through comments such 
as “Yeah, we are not sure what is going to happen to us after [Beta] starts up…some of the guys are wondering if we are still 
going to be here (within Tech Facility)” and “I don’t think many of us have been informed of how the change is going to affect 
 
us”. In response to questions relating to “Would you remain within the organisation if Alpha employees could transfer into 
Beta?” most Alpha members answered that they would. One member in particular claimed “Of course I would.  I have worked 
at [Tech Facility] and within [Alpha] facility for years, hmm most of my life…it’s become company I have come to known.”   
Some Alpha employees claimed that there was a lack of information distributed from management in terms of how the 
organisational change and start-up of Beta would affect them, “There is a big group of us…but we haven’t heard much from 
management’s side of things…seems like this facility has been built without our involvement.” When certain members were 
queried, “How has that influenced your relationship with other Alpha colleagues?” One participant indicated, “Well, it makes 
you rely more on one another doesn’t it?” whilst another participant stated: 
The industry has really had operators that run it from a trade background and turn out to be very good operators. [Now]You 
have engineers who come in from straight out of university; they don’t tend to stay on the operations jobs for very long 
because obviously … [They] want to do something else… 
The belief that they were overlooked stirred a lot of emotions within Alpha members as they believed their experience, 
loyalty and commitment towards the organisation and teams were not considered. Rather, preference was placed on developing 
a new work force within Beta with the exclusion of Beta. This change in strategy has left many Alpha employees with thoughts 
such as “What will this mean for me in the future?”, and collectively such as “What will this actually mean for us?”  The lack 
of meaning in terms of how the change will affect them, and the  
Results showed that the limited managerial communication and the uncertainty surrounding the restructuring influenced 
Alpha employees to develop a closer bond within and between other groups in the facility.  In line with the model by Amiot 
and her colleagues [4] the uncertainty and ambiguity of the working environment promoted “a feeling of unity” (pg. 372) 
within the in-group.   
3.3 Categorisation Stage 
Categorisation Stage occurs when the actual organisational change has been experienced by the employees.  During this 
stage, employees are or become aware of the differences between the groups and can experience issues of intergroup identity 
and relations. Employees who were originally from the pre-restructured Alpha are likely to identify with their previous 
workgroup as oppose to adopting new social identities.  In particular, identification with the former group is stronger if there 
are threats to the loss of this identity. This result in this section will be summarised based on current perception of identity and 
conflict for identity development.  By exploring both subgroups identity formation, it will shed light to why this stage is 
marked by issues of intergroup differences [4].  
During the change process a number of Alpha employees were made redundant as a result closure whilst some have retired.  
Evidently, as Tech Facility restructured to cater to the needs of Beta, workgroup within Alpha have also decreased in numbers 
taking away with them valuable skills and knowledge.  One of the most important tenets of social identification is the ability of 
the individual to define and evaluate themselves in term of their membership with the in-group [4].  For decades, the members 
of Alpha were considered to be the most knowledgeable and prestigious in Tech Facility.  In-group membership was “earned” 
through experience and tenure.  However, with the decline of original Alpha members due to retirement and redundancy, and 
the alleged reluctance for their transferral into Beta, there was evidence that the attraction to belong to Alpha has shifted to 
Beta.  Specifically, based on the interviews, focus groups and observation, there is evidence that Alpha is no longer perceived 
to be the in-group from majority.  One Alpha interviewee poignantly claimed, “There’s only a small group of us now...we are 
not exactly young anymore and slowly each of us will retire...I am receiving training for Beta now, but it’s probably time to 
leave it to the kids”.  This statement illustrates the participant’s acceptance dominant changed environment.  In addition, non-
participant observation within Alpha facility revealed a newspaper clipping with the heading “End of an Era”.  Although the 
newspaper clipping was based on another story, the deliberate act of cutting and pasting of the heading in the middle of the 
bulletin board signified Alpha’s reluctance yet recognition of their diminishing influence.  A Beta participant from a focus 
group expressed, “From what I have heard, there are only a few guys left over there. Most have gone and some have come over 
to us.” Although this is not a strong statement, the participants’ acknowledgment of Alpha’s movement and the gravitation to 
“us” signifies his awareness of Alpha’s thinning identity and attractiveness.   
The struggle to adopt the new Beta identity amongst transferred Alpha staff also deserves attention.  During sessions with 
Alpha participants, there were constant referrals to “how we use to do it” or “us [Alpha] guys” and illustrates their allegiance 
to their former social identity.  However, this was wavered by many Alpha staff during the process of the social identity 
mapping task conducted in the focus group and interviews.  Significantly, Alpha employees, whether still within the old 
facility or newly transferred, pledged that they identify themselves with Alpha, “Of course with [Alpha]” and “I have been an 
operator in that [Alpha] facility for so long, it has become part of me, and I can safely say, most of us feel this way”.  Response 
similar to these was expected as questions delivered using only speech allow participants to cognitively rely and link onto 
meaningful information involving emotions, experiences, people and environmental events [51]. 
 
 
Figure 3: Identity Mapping Activity adapted from Bartel [46]  
Despite the majority of Alpha participants initially claiming to belong to Alpha facility, the same number of participants 
either 1) placed themselves inside the Beta domain or 2) in another group within Facilities or 3) outside the Alpha boundary 
but working in to close Alpha. This is depicted in Figure 4.  Clearly, results of the activity were incongruent to one another.  
Influential cognitive-visual theorists [51] explain that once individuals are presented with visual stimulus, it can become 
impossible for them to ignore the process by which they initially recognised and understood.  One of the propositions of Social 
Identity Theory is that individuals are naturally attracted to the in-group and in doing so, take upon the characteristics, attitudes 
and norms of the group. In light of this and the incongruent responses made by Alpha employees demonstrates that a large 
number of engineering personnel are experiencing identity ambiguity. Although Categorisation Stage explains that 
characteristics of other subgroups become salient and encourages intergroup conflict, Alpha employees demonstrate the 
internal conflict of their own identity.  
Figure 4: Example of identity incongruence  
In line with the Categorisation Stage, there was evidence of intergroup conflict.  There were frequent claims made by Beta 
staff in terms of understanding how Alpha could complement the new facility. This struggle may reflect the contrast between 
Alpha and Beta in regards to different sets of required knowledge and experience. For instance, knowledge and experience in 
 
Alpha was gained using a “hands-on” approach and revolved around the machine.  On the other hand, Beta has adopted a more 
“black box” and has invested in high and digitalised technology.  These different work practices have created difficulty for the 
integrated group to social engagement and commitment.   
4  DISCUSSIONS 
Trice and Beyer [52] claimed that organisations should be coordinated structurally and functionally to align with its goals 
and aims, however, this coordination can set limits and create the emergence of different social groups.  Within that social 
system, employees become distinct and different through their various memberships of teams, groups, department, roles, or 
skills. Although each social group comprise different and unique interests, this membership is an important asset of their self-
definition.  
The changes that are occurring in Tech Facility is exceptionally rare, and can truly be described as a “once in a lifetime” 
opportunity for both workers and researcher alike.  Results for Time 1 of this longitudinal study showed that organisational 
change through technical implementation and restructuring has the capacity to change employee’s ability to identify with both 
their workgroup and the organisation.  Results have shown to be in accordance with Amiot et al [4] model of the development 
of social identity.  Future research will (1) explore the final two stages of Amiot and colleagues’ [4] model. .  
 4.1 Practical Implications 
Organisational is a continuous process that unfolds over time and has the power to affect every aspect of organisational life.  
In particular, such change can dramatically impact on how employees view themselves, their social structures and their 
affective attachments with the organisation.  Whilst organisational changes have receiving much attention in the literature, it 
has also become prevalent that understanding the complexity of identity change has been difficult.   
It is human nature to cling to what is considered familiar and safe. Changes that threaten core understanding of the self and 
the identity through ideas of the “old” identity, the “old” culture, and the way “we use to do things around here”.  This can be 
recognised through displays of ‘change resistance’ within employees. However, despite the physical manifestations of 
maladaptive behaviours, at its core, employees essentially want to retain the social element that builds up their understanding 
of self [3] [12].  An effective humanistic approach for technical and engineering personnel relates to the Common Ingroup 
Identity Model proposed by Gaertner, Rust, Dovidio, Bachman and Anatasio [53]. Specifically, this approach attempts to 
subdue intergroup bias and salient subgroups by introducing an overarching superordinates identity.  This approach strives by 
encouraging across group cooperation, equal status, support and social relationships. Practically, this approach can be 
implemented through the increase of salience of common group identity and membership (e.g. common goal).  This strategy 
aims to reduce traditional perceptions of “us” and “them” by reframing it to a collective “we”.  
Another humanistic approach pertains to communication and the recognition that organisational change is difficult for both 
established and new personnel.  Initial findings showed that employees from Alpha reported decreased ability to identify and 
adjust with the new group as well as with the organisation.  These results indicate that managers and the organisation need to 
be sensitive and empathetic in their communication towards employees affected by the change. Communication should be 
transparent and filtered through the hierarchy to clear ambiguities and uncertainty surrounding the change.   The effective 
implementation of these humanistic approaches can reduce or prevent feelings of threat by cognitively reframing the change as 
an opportunity rather than an imposition.   
4.2 Limitations 
This research recognises that there will be some methodological limitations.  A frequent criticism of the case study method 
is the difficulty in generalising the results.  Case studies have been accused of being narrow and require larger numbers of 
cases to make the results generalisable.  However, other authors [54] who have stated that relative sample size should not 
diminish findings have refuted this.  Rather, it is the goal of the study establishes the parameters, which will still result in 
valuable findings.  Thus, to enrich and provide validity to the data, the case study will use triangulations of data rather than 
focusing on only one. 
Although longitudinal research has considerable advantages over much more widely used cross-sectional data one major 
concern is sample attrition.  However, prior discussions with the organisation under investigation have indicated that tenure is 
extensive ranging from 5-39 years.  Due to this, it is hoped that sample selected will remain within the organisation for the 
duration of this research.  In addition, the researcher will reduce this impact with multiple measurements at varying times and 
will replace lost participants with new.  Another limitation of this study is the employment of self-report measures to assess 
social identification and workplace attitudes and behaviours.  As these measurements can often generate social desirability, the 
researcher will try to minimise this effect, by considering other sources of information to verify claims. Lastly, this research is 
still evolving, summarising results for Time 1 and requires more time to map out the impact of change on engineering and 
technical personnel on social identity and behaviour within Tech Facility. 
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